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Relevance for the 
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Christina Kheng
 Globalized capitalist economy, with its desire for material progress 
at the expense of the dignity of human life and the created order, has 
resulted in rising injustices in Asia and elsewhere. How is the Church to 
respond to these challenging new realities in Asia? What does it mean to 
be Church in the fastest-growing economic region of the world? Where 
are we called to stand in the face of spiraling imbalances in economic, 
social, and political power? Christina Kheng weaves her thoughts within 
the paradigm of liberation theology. The method, ecclesiology, and 
concerns of Latin American liberation theologians can be of help to the 
Church of Asia. A keen awareness of the social location of the individual 
Asian churches will generate greater sensitivity to the concrete experiences 
of the marginalized. True liberation is achieved in the creative tension 
between the present temporal and the future eschatological realms.
*Originally published in East Asian Pastoral Review 51, no. 2 (2014): 166–84.
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Introduction
 “Church Failed Foxconn Workers, Say Migrants” was the headline of 
a Catholic periodical on June 11, 2010.1 The article refers to a prominent 
factory in China – notoriously dubbed “the suicide factory” – which belongs 
to the world’s largest manufacturer of consumer electronics. In the article, the 
Church is criticized for its lack of support for the factory’s mostly rural-to-urban 
migrant workers, whose dehumanizing working conditions have driven many 
to suicide. The issue has put an uneasy spotlight on the rise of human rights 
violations that have come with Asia’s rapid economic growth. Indeed, amidst 
a globalized capitalist economy and rising consumerism, the desire for mate-
rial progress seems to be pursued uncritically across the globe, at the expense 
of the dignity of human life and the whole created order. This has resulted in 
rising injustices in Asia and elsewhere, such as the exploitation of workers, the 
marginalization of the poor, and the destruction of the environment.
 How is the Church to respond to these challenging new realities in 
Asia? What does it mean to be Church in the fastest-growing economic region 
of the world? Where are we called to stand in the face of spiraling imbalances 
in economic, social, and political power? To aid reflection on these questions, 
it is perhaps timely to recall the ecclesiology of the liberation theologians and 
bring this into dialogue with the signs of the times faced by the Church in 
Asia today. From this dialogue, some useful insights might emerge that can 
enlighten the praxis of the Church. This essay revisits the main contextual 
approach and methodology of liberation theology and highlights in particular 
its model of ecclesiology. Though many strands of liberation theology exist 
today, including some from Asian perspectives, the focus of this essay will be on 
its Latin American origins, in order to revisit its foundational ideas regarding 
the Church. It will be seen that both the strengths and limitations of this eccle-
siology challenge the Church in Asia to greater solidarity with the poor, deci-
sive prophetic action at both local and international levels, and fidelity to both 
the historical and eschatological dimensions of the Christian faith.
1. “Church Failed Foxconn Workers, Say Migrants,” UCANews, June11, 2010, accessed May 
 13, 2013, http://www.ucanews.com/story-archive/?post_name=/2010/06/11/church-failed-
 foxconn-workers-say-migrants&post_id=52604.
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Liberation as the Horizon
 The liberationist method in theology came to the fore in the 1960s 
mainly in Latin America. Its prevailing context was one of widespread poverty 
and suffering, continuously unchecked as a result of systemic oppression and 
unjust structures maintained by the rich and powerful, often in collusion with 
ruling authorities.2 From such an immediate experience of unabated suffering, 
the inevitable question was “What does it mean to be a Christian in a world 
of suffering and oppression?”3 This question and the people’s response to it, 
inspired by their faith tradition to organize themselves for the liberation they 
seek, led to the birth of a new method of theologizing.
 Liberation theology’s genesis consequently implies that the quest for 
liberation remains as the compass for the whole process, content, and measure 
of this method. Gustavo Gutiérrez, one of its key founders, points out that 
“to speak about a theology of liberation is to seek an answer to the following 
question: what relation is there between salvation and the historical process 
of human liberation?”4 Countering arguments that theology as a discipline 
should be impartial, liberation theology’s proponents stoutly defend their 
agenda of liberation. Jon Sobrino asserts that since Jesus liberates, theology 
must thus liberate people from suffering and seek to transform a sinful situa-
tion.5 Leonardo Boff, another founding theologian of this method, insists that 
“all knowledge, including theological knowledge, is interested. It objectively 
intends precise finalities.” Hence, it is not a question of “interested or disinter-
ested theology” but of what the “objective interests of a given theology” are and 
“for what concrete causes” it is being developed.6
 Peter Phan helpfully clarifies that liberation theologians do recognize the 
necessary neutrality of theology insofar as it is an academic pursuit. However, 
as a “social fact,” theology and the theologian are inevitably committed to some 
2. See Thomas L. Schubeck, “Liberation Theology,” in Encyclopedia of Christianity Online, 
 Brill Online 2013, accessed May 13, 2013, http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/
 encyclopedia-of-christianity/liberation-theology-L296.
3. Neil Ormerod, Introducing Contemporary Theologies: The What and the Who of Theology 
 Today (Newtown, New South Wales: E. J. Dwyer, 1990), 135.
4. Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, rev. ed., trans. and ed. by Carided Inda and 
 John Eagleson (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996), 29.
5. See Alfred T. Hennelly, “Theological Method: Southern Exposure,” Theological Studies 38, 
 no. 4 (1977): 720.
6. See Peter C. Phan, “Method in Liberation Theologies,” Theological Studies 61, no. 1 (2000): 
 55, 58.
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agenda or other. In fact, such a commitment gives theologians a sensibility 
which ensures that their output is relevant.7 Hence, liberation ecclesiology is 
necessarily colored by their hermeneutic of oppression and liberation – a fact 
which serves as both a strength and a limitation, as will be seen later. This is 
important to bear in mind as one attempts to draw lessons from this ecclesi-
ology for the wider Church.
Praxis as the Starting Point
 Since its theological question arises from and is aimed at concrete expe-
rience and action, the liberationist method naturally finds a starting point and 
unifying principle in the concept of praxis. According to this principle, true 
knowledge comes by doing. Sobrino points out that “to know the truth is to 
do the truth, to know Jesus is to follow Jesus.”8 From this perspective, Avery 
Dulles sees the liberationist model of revelation to be one of “revelation as 
new awareness” in which “paradigmatic events” when reflected upon, stim-
ulate greater understanding.9 Stephen Bevans highlights that the concept of 
praxis, which is essentially “a way of thinking,” emerged mainly from Marxism 
and from the prominent Brazilian educator Paulo Freire. For Karl Marx, true 
knowledge comes only when something has been put into practice. In praxis, 
there is constant interaction between action and reflection.10 Similarly, for 
Leonardo and Clodovis Boff, to understand liberation theology requires one 
to first take part in the real historical process of liberating the oppressed, not 
through reading and attending conferences. In their own words, “knowing 
implies loving, letting oneself become involved body and soul.”11
 Hence, in order to do liberation theology, one must “do” liberation. 
This means participating in the activities of the people as they organize them-
selves to confront the powerful structures that oppress them. Only then can 
the seed of knowledge be planted and grist for the mill of critical reflection be 
7. See ibid., 62.
8. Hennelly, “Theological Method,” 724.
9. See Avery Dulles, Models of Revelation (Garden City, NY: Image Doubleday, 1985), 109.
10. See Stephen B. Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
 Books, 2002), 71. Echoing this, Sobrino sees method as a unity of “knowledge as activity and 
 knowledge as content.” See Hennelly, “Theological Method,” 724.
11. Leonardo Boff and Clodovis Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology (Kent, UK: Burns & 
 Oats, 1987), 9. Bevans highlights that from this perspective, theology is seen as “an activity, a 
 process, a way of living.” Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, 74.
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formed. As Gutiérrez says, liberation theology is “critical reflection on praxis.12 
Moreover, this practical mediation is not only a necessary first step in the liber-
ationist method but also its end and the measure of its effectiveness.
 Leonardo and Clodovis Boff helpfully suggest three levels for practical 
engagement with the poor. The first consists of visits or pastoral work among 
the grassroots communities. The second is alternating periods of scholarship 
and pastoral work; and the third is more permanent insertion and living with 
the poor.13 Liberation theologians also emphasize the importance of listening 
to the stories of the people as these form the basic substance of their reflection. 
Phan highlights the efforts of more recent Asian liberation theologians such 
as Choan-Seng Song in promoting such stories and folktales of the poor and 
oppressed.14
Impact of Praxis on Ecclesiology: A New Way of 
Being Church
 Such a central emphasis on praxis has an important bearing on libera-
tion ecclesiology. In a sense, this ecclesiology has been already lived even before 
it is articulated. Liberation theologians are unanimous in stressing that the 
real theologians are the people themselves – those taking action for their own 
liberation from oppression.15 It was found that the most effective way of taking 
such action was through base communities. These comprise grassroots groups 
of people coming together for mutual support, faith reflection, Bible study, 
and social action.
 Through regular encounter with these communities, Leonardo Boff 
realized that they were reinventing what it meant to be Church – “a new church 
12. Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 5. In Hegel’s words, “it rises only at sundown.” Hennelly, 
 “Theological Method,” 715.
13. See Boff and Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology, 23.
14. See Phan, “Method in Liberation Theologies,” 49.
15. See Richard R. Gaillardetz, Ecclesiology for a Global Church (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2008), 
 191. For instance, Gutiérrez insists that theology is an activity common to all believers. See 
 Hennelly, “Theological Method,” 714. Leonardo Boff and Clodovis Boff in fact point out 
 that the practical wisdom of the poor is always better than the analysis of intellectuals. Boff 
 and Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology, 41.
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of Christ.”16 People’s notion of Church was gradually shifting from that of 
an institutional hierarchy centered on the bishop and priests to one of local 
gatherings of empowered lay people in the Spirit, sharing life and liberation. 
Re-reading Scripture from this experience, Boff asserts that Jesus did not intend 
to establish a specific institutional hierarchy. Instead, the Church was formed 
by the Holy Spirit as a post-resurrection event and organized around the prin-
ciple of charisms, with hierarchy being just one of the charisms and always 
at the service of the community.17 Boff further highlights that the Church is 
more of an “event” and “encounter” – a gathering of the faithful “that may take 
place beneath an oak tree, in the house of some coordinator, or within a church 
building” – than an institution.18
 The emphasis of liberation theologians on the fullness of the Church 
incarnated in these base communities was officially affirmed by the bishops of 
Latin America. In their landmark 1968 conference at Medellín (Colombia), 
it was highlighted that “the Christian base community is the first and funda-
mental ecclesiastical nucleus . . . the focus of evangelization . . . (and) the most 
important source of human advancement and development.”19 Liberation 
theologians realize that base communities have discovered communion as a 
valuable structuring principle and theology of Church, comprising “comradely 
relationships of sharing, love and service.”20
16. Leonardo Boff, Ecclesiogenesis: The Base Communities Reinvent the Church (Maryknoll, 
 NY: Orbis Books, 1986), 13. Boff notes that where remote distance previously meant that 
 people only gathered once a year when a priest visited to celebrate the sacraments, now they 
 gather frequently amongst themselves for the above activities and share leadership roles, in 
 the absence of the priest.
17. See Marie A. Conn, “Plurality in Unity: The Ecclesiology of Leonardo Boff in Honor of His 
 70th Birthday,” Theology Today 66 (2009): 13–14; Leonardo Boff, Church: Charism and 
 Power (New York: Crossroad, 1985), 144–64.
18. See Boff, Church: Charism and Power, 155. In arriving at these conclusions, Boff’s own  
 experience is a good example of how praxis works. He first immerses himself with the base 
 communities and then reflects upon what is happening. This leads him to re-visit Scripture 
 with these new experiences and arrive at a new theological understanding which takes into 
 account the new realities. Boff’s writing also demonstrates the importance liberationists place 
 on the sensus fidelium as a source of theology. For example in Ecclesiogenesis, he highlights 
 comments from the base community leaders themselves that “for us, the basic church 
 community is the church itself, the universal sacrament of salvation, as it continues the 
 mission of Christ – Prophet, Priest and Pastor.” Boff, Ecclesiogenesis, 12–13.
19. Latin American Episcopal Council, The Church in the Present-Day Transformation of Latin 
 America in Light of the Council, in Boff, Ecclesiogenesis, 15.
20. Boff and Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology, 59. Such base communities are found to be 
 more effective in supporting the Christian life compared with the parish, which is seen as 
 distant and cold. In line with the agenda of liberation, Gutiérrez was also keen to promote 
 this “popular church” which “rises from the masses.” See Avery Dulles, “A Half Century of 
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 Contemporary theologians note that this aspect of liberation ecclesi-
ology has brought the Church’s “center of gravity” back to the people, in line 
with the teachings of Vatican II. Richard Gaillardetz credits this movement for 
cultivating the real meaning of discipleship among the laity, from being passive 
participants to active subjects of the Church, aware of the rights and obliga-
tions of all the baptized.21 In these base communities, people have found a new 
way of being Church. Hence, what started as a practical quest for liberation led 
to the discovery of a communitarian organizing principle which subsequently 
shaped ecclesiology in a profound way.
Socio-analytic Mediation and the Resultant 
Critique of the Contemporary Church
 With these experiences of the people, the liberationist method then 
brings in social analysis. Recourse is made to analytical frameworks from the 
social sciences rather than religious disciplines because of the socio-political 
nature of their agenda. This step of integrating secular social science tools, 
through what Clodovis Boff terms the “socio-analytic mediation,” has been 
widely regarded as a significant contribution of the liberationist method to 
theology.22 Gutiérrez highlights two important tasks in this mediation – to 
understand the systemic root causes of the present undesirable situation and to 
analyze their historical development.23 Leonardo and Clodovis Boff elaborate 
that in analyzing root causes, three prevailing explanations exist: the empirical 
 Ecclesiology,” Theological Studies 50, no. 3 (1989): 438. Juan Luis Segundo also sees the 
 Church as incarnated in the base communities and that the universal Church is a 
 “congregation” of many such local communities. See T. Howland Sanks and Brian H. Smith, 
 “Liberation Ecclesiology: Praxis, Theory, Praxis,” Theological Studies 38, no. 1 (1977): 8, 12. 
 In the light of this primacy of the community and the importance of its sacramental life, as 
 well as the lack of priests, Leonardo Boff raises provocative questions such as the necessity 
 of priests for eucharistic celebration. Boff’s underlying principle is that ministries in the 
 Church must adapt and evolve to meet the needs of each milieu. See Conn, “Plurality in 
 Unity,” 16. Reflecting this stance, Segundo stresses that “man was not made for the Church” 
 but “the Church was made for man.” See Sanks and Smith, “Liberation and Ecclesiology,” 
 8. It should be noted, however, that liberation theologians do not deny the value of the 
 institutional Church but assert that there should be dialogue between both institutional and 
 communitarian models of the Church. See Conn, “Plurality in Unity,” 17.
21. See Gaillardetz, Ecclesiology for a Global Church, 193–96.
22. Clodovis Boff, Theology and Praxis: Epistemological Foundations (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
 Books, 1987), 6; cf. Phan, “Method in Liberation Theologies,” 43.
23. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 49.
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explanation (that is, poverty is seen at face value as just another vice; hence 
the response is aid), the functional explanation (that is, poverty is deemed to 
be caused by lack of development; hence the response is to pursue economic 
development through reformist policies – which, as they point out, have only 
widened the income gap), and the dialectical explanation (that is, poverty is 
deemed to be caused by oppression; hence the response is to seek a revolu-
tion and transformation of an unjust macro-economic system). The analysis of 
historical development can be done by tracing the journey of the poor’s expe-
riences and how they have tried to overcome oppression.24
 Once again because of their context of oppression and liberation, it can 
be seen that, as Neil Ormerod rightly points out, the liberation theologians 
have favored, among several possibilities, the conflictual model in their use of 
sociological frameworks.25 Since this model has been closely associated with 
Marxism and its class struggle, this choice has attracted much attention and 
critique towards liberation theology. It may be added that it has also contrib-
uted in part to the confrontational stance of liberation theology towards the 
institutional Church, thus coloring their ecclesiology.
 Liberation theologians saw the institutional Church in Latin America 
as being more aligned with the prevailing socio-economic powers. The poor 
did not have a voice within the Church and those who controlled society also 
seemed to control ecclesial life. Hence, the divisions between rich and poor in 
society were mirrored within the Church.26 Segundo notes that the prevailing 
mainstream view of the Church was one in which the Church was the privi-
leged “society of the saved.” Since self-preservation was its main preoccupation, 
the Church aligned itself more with the centers of power in society so as to 
protect and safeguard its own interests. This has often entailed compromises 
on the part of the Church.27 Gutiérrez also saw that the Church’s structures 
“appear obsolete and lacking in dynamism before the new and serious chal-
lenges,” and are thus in need of reform.28 In his socio-analytic reflection on 
power, Leonardo Boff observed that “the church’s exercise of power followed 
the patterns of pagan power in terms of domination, centralization, marginal-
ization, triumphalism, human hybris beneath a sacred mantle.”29
24. See Boff and Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology, 26–27.
25. See Ormerod, Introducing Contemporary Theologies, 136.
26. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 75–77, 151–55.
27. See Sanks and Smith, “Liberation and Ecclesiology,” 11.
28. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 70.
29. Boff, Church: Charism and Power, 56. Not surprisingly, such a scathing accusation, together   
 with other points espoused in this particular work, led to a long tussle with the Vatican and   
 resulted in Boff’s suspension.
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Faith Tradition and the Hermeneutic Circle
 With these challenges in the Church and society, liberation theolo-
gians turn to the Christian faith tradition for guidance, especially to Scriptures. 
Here, the use of a hermeneutical circle is another significant feature of this 
method. Segundo describes it as an ongoing mutual influence between reality, 
Scripture, and action. First, experience of reality leads to an “ideological suspi-
cion” in view of the dissatisfactory state of present affairs. This suspicion is 
then extended to the wider social system as well as to conventional theology 
itself. From this arises an “exegetical suspicion” that current interpretations 
of Scripture and the faith tradition have neglected or “suppressed” certain 
important areas of knowledge, thus compelling a re-reading and new interpre-
tation of these sources. Liberation theologians point out that prevailing theol-
ogies and the faith tradition are often unconsciously colored by the dominant 
social ideology of each milieu. Hence, there is a need for constant interaction 
and mutual enlightenment between Scripture, Tradition, and concrete present 
experience.30
 Here again, in view of the hermeneutic of oppression and liberation, 
the liberation theologian’s approach to Scripture is one that encourages people 
to see parallels with their own circumstances: to “feel their hunger.”31 The aim is 
also to seek application rather than mere explanation. For these reasons, liber-
ation theologians are drawn particularly to the Book of Exodus, the prophetic 
books, the gospels, Acts of the Apostles, the Book of Revelation, and other 
similar writings which resound with the themes of liberation and solidarity.32 
Sanks and Smith point out that the preferred biblical symbols in liberation 
theology include God as liberator of the whole Jewish people in history, and 
Christ as redeemer, as well as prophetic descriptions of societies of peace and 
justice. At the same time, symbols associated with the hierarchy such as the 
“bark of Peter” and “the Good Shepherd” are notably absent.33 Sobrino also 
adds that the counter-cultural message of Scripture can help bring about a 
much needed “epistemological break” from conventional thinking. This break 
30. See Hennelly, “Theological Method,” 716–17. See also Francis Schüssler Fiorenza and John 
 P. Galvin, eds., Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic Perspectives (Minneapolis: Fortress 
 Press, 2011), 47–50, and Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, 78.
31. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 153.
32. See Sanks and Smith, “Liberation and Ecclesiology,” 15.
33. See ibid.
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is necessary not only because prevalent ways of thinking have become opposed 
to the Christian faith but also because the situation in Latin America is funda-
mentally different from that of the West. Hence, for example, the God of the 
Scriptures cannot be compared by positive analogy to something in temporal 
reality but rather by antitheses, since much of reality (in the Latin American 
context) is pain and suffering.34
 With regard to the faith tradition, Leonardo and Clodovis Boff outline 
two stances in appropriating this as a source for the theologizing process. The 
first is criticism of those periods in tradition – and they point primarily to the 
scholastic period – which are too “intellectual” and not visibly concerned with 
the real problems of people. The second is retrieval of valuable contributions 
from the past especially from the early Church Fathers and their insights on 
social matters. Catholic social teaching also represents an important resource, 
which the liberation theologians refine and integrate.35
 In summary of the methodology that has been discussed so far, the 
process of the liberationist method occurs through a spiral of committed action 
in praxis, critical reflection which includes social analytic mediation and re-in-
terpretation of Scripture and Tradition, emergence of new understanding, and 
consequent action. For liberation theology, the effectiveness of this action is the 
measure of the quality of theology.
Church as Sacrament of the Kingdom of God 
and Its Action for Justice
 Applying this to the Church, Gutiérrez’s ideological suspicion of 
the conventional view of salvation leads him to retrace and recover the early 
Christian belief that salvation was offered to all the world. Drawing also from 
Scripture, Tradition, and particularly the Second Vatican Council, Gutiérrez 
stresses the nature of the Church as the “visible sacrament” of the kingdom of 
God and that this kingdom, though fully realized only at the end of time, was 
nevertheless breaking forth in human history.36 Hence, there needs to be an 
“uncentering” of the Church and a turning towards the world in the service of 
this kingdom.37
 For liberation theologians, this means pro-actively working towards 
34. See Hennelly, “Theological Method,” 724.
35. See Boff and Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology, 36–37.
36. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 146–48.
37. See ibid., 143.
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the transformation of unjust social structures. Leonardo and Clodovis Boff see 
the Church as the “sign and instrument of liberation.”38 Echoing this, Segundo 
points out that the role of the Church is to serve humanity through works of 
love, thus revealing God’s plan of salvation. The Church is distinguished by 
being the community that knows “the secret of what is happening in human 
history.” Hence, the concern of Christians should be on this transformation 
of society, rather than an over-preoccupation with their own salvation.39 In 
the liberation theology’s view, oppressive social structures are so extensive and 
deeply-entrenched that change cannot be brought about merely through incre-
mental steps but only by radical revolution and transformation. This includes 
the task of “conscienticizing evangelization” which entails helping people to 
realize the contradiction between their present affairs and the promise of the 
gospel.40 Moreover, such a task cannot be achieved through mere rhetoric but 
only by being actively involved with the poor.41 The strategy for doing this 
includes promoting base communities as discussed above. Sanks and Smith 
further note that the liberationist movement also encouraged “participation in 
the political life of the nation as a matter of conscience.”42
 Defending the strong temporal emphasis of their ecclesiology, libera-
tion theologians emphasize that the Church’s mission is not something abstract 
but tangible and that salvation includes the historical process of liberation with 
regard to “the whole person and all persons.”43 For Gutiérrez, salvation is a 
three-fold process of liberation, comprising socio-economic and political justice 
at the societal level, conversion to the principle of solidarity at the personal 
level, and God’s redemption of humans from sin at the spiritual level.44 While 
acknowledging the eschatological dimension of the kingdom of God, libera-
tion theologians nevertheless focus on the need for the Church to take active 
steps towards it here and now, even if it means proceeding through trial and 
38. See Boff and Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology, 59.
39. See Sanks and Smith, “Liberation and Ecclesiology,” 9–10.
40. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 152. It has been noted that the formula “sacrament 
 of liberating evangelization” summarizes Gutiérrez’s theology of the Church. See James B. 
 Nickoloff, “Church of the Poor: The Ecclesiology of Gustavo Gutiérrez,” Theological Studies 
 54, no. 3 (1993): 534.
41. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 152.
42. See Sanks and Smith, “Liberation and Ecclesiology,” 7.
43. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 151.
44. See Nickoloff, “Church of the Poor,” 514.
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error.45 Here once again, the hermeneutic of oppression and liberation results 
in a more tangible and exigent view of the Church’s mission.
Church of the Poor
 In association with this, the liberation theologians are emphatic about 
the need for structural reform within the Church. Apart from restructuring the 
institutional Church to better serve the community of the faithful, particularly 
the base communities, they also see the need for a shift in where the Church 
stands as a whole. For Gutierrez, this entails severing the current alignment 
with the rich so as to “cast our lot” with the poor, accepting the risks and costs 
that this entails.46 To be silent or neutral is to stand with injustice.
 Moreover, obstacles must be overcome so as to attain greater unity 
among the rich and the poor within the Church itself. Again Gutiérrez looks 
to Scripture and Tradition to recover the meaning of koinōnia (communion), 
pointing out that this must be manifested in people’s actions for one another, 
especially the poorest.47
 The principle of “preferential option for the poor” in liberation theology 
has become a major feature in Catholic social teaching and contributed greatly 
to the Church’s self-understanding. Moreover, liberation theology recognizes 
that the poor are their own best agents of pastoral activity and theological 
reflection. Hence, their voices must move from the periphery to the center in 
order that Church structures can be transformed to better meet their needs.48 
Sobrino further points out that this does not merely involve transferring power 
in the Church from the rich to the poor. Rather, the whole Church needs to 
move to the “periphery” and share in the poor’s perspective of powerlessness. 
It is only from this place that hope and effective pastoral activity have their 
greatest potential.49 Leonardo and Clodovis Boff echo this by highlighting that 
the best way of evangelizing the poor is for “the poor themselves to become the 
church and help the whole church to become a truly poor church and a church 
45. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 104, 155.
46. See ibid., 147–59.
47. See ibid., 150, 161.
48. See ibid., 155.
49. See Gaillardetz, Ecclesiology for a Global Church, 192–93.
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of the poor.”50 Sobrino also notes that the poor invite the Church to holiness 
through self-emptying or kenosis and Gutiérrez asserts that only through such 
voluntary poverty would the Church have credibility in its prophetic denunci-
ation of injustice.51
Liberation Ecclesiology and the Plurality of 
Cultures and Contexts
 It can be added that a by-product of the liberation theologians’ work, 
perhaps ironically through the wide publicity generated from their struggles 
with the Church’s central teaching authority, is a greater consciousness of the 
“globalness” and multicultural reality of the Church. The liberationist theolog-
ical method and content have drawn attention to the difference between the 
situation in Latin America (as well as much of the developing world) and that 
of the Western developed world, which till then had been largely unchallenged 
as the dominant voice in the Church. Sobrino points out that while the main 
concern in Europe has been to promote the faith in an increasingly secular 
society, the more pressing issue in Latin America was to address the social sin 
of oppression and the problem of widespread suffering.52 He further notes that 
the different contexts and cultures of Europe and Latin America have resulted 
in different paradigms about the role and task of theology and its method, 
especially in the interplay between Scripture, Tradition, and present experi-
ence. Yet, despite these differences, European theology has tended to see itself 
as normative.53
 Such controversial and provocative critiques by liberation theologians 
have engendered a greater appreciation of the Church as being incarnated in 
many different cultures and contexts, each with its own perspectives, para-
digms, and concerns and each of which contributes to a wider understanding 
of ecclesiology and the Christian faith. Harvey Cox insightfully points out 
that for liberation theologians, “catholicity is indeed a gift, but it is also a task. 
In our new age of global pluralism it can be realized only when the church is 
‘de-Europeanised,’ when it is fully released from its captivity to one culture so 
50. See Boff and Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology, 59.
51. See Gaillardetz, Ecclesiology for a Global Church, 193; Hennelly, “Theological Method,” 
 716.
52. See Hennelly, “Theological Method,” 719.
53. See ibid., 719–25.
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that it can enter fully and deeply into others.”54 Indeed the work of liberation 
theologians have played a major role in catalyzing such a “de-Europeanization,” 
though not without great personal costs.
Assessment of Contributions and Limitations
 In retrospect, although the socio-economic and political revolution 
which liberation theologians sought to achieve has seen mixed results, their 
method of theology is certainly revolutionary. The emphasis on theological 
activity by the poor have opened the way, through an expanded concept of 
marginalization, for the development of feminist, African-American, Mujerista, 
Minjung, and other new theological voices. This has greatly enriched the 
Church’s faith and understanding.55 Moreover, against conventional argument 
that it is orthodoxy (right knowledge) that leads to orthopraxis (right practice), 
the liberationists point out the important place of experience as a source of 
theology and the primacy of the Holy Spirit – rather than right doctrine alone – 
in prompting and inspiring the Church’s action. At the same time, the herme-
neutic spiral ensures ongoing development and refinement of both action and 
doctrine.56 All this serves to strengthen both orthodoxy and orthopraxis.
 In many respects, liberation ecclesiology has helped to actualize the 
vision of Vatican II. This includes the Council’s emphasis on the fullness of the 
Church present in local communities, its manifestation in varied peoples and 
cultures, the need for the Church in its nature as sacrament of salvation to read 
the “signs of the times” and respond to the socio-pastoral challenges of the day, 
as well as the important role of all the baptized in the Church’s mission.57 For 
all these reasons, the liberationist method has been widely regarded as the most 
important theological movement in the second half of the 20th century.58
 The main critique of this method has been its over-emphasis on liber-
ation in its temporal sense and the alleged influence of “Marxist materialistic 
54. Harvey Cox, “Catholicity and Cultural Pluralism,” in The Silencing of Leonardo Boff 
 (London: Collins Flame, 1988), 167.
55. For this reason, Phan notes that far from being passé liberation theology has found new life 
 in these once-marginal voices. See Phan, “Method in Liberation Theologies,” 63.
56. See Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 9.
57. See Lumen Gentium,1, 9-13, 26, and Gaudium et Spes, 4.
58. See Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, 77.
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ideology.”59 The Church’s official teaching authorities have cautioned that it 
is difficult to take elements from Marxism without also absorbing its secular, 
atheistic, and deterministic stance.60 In their own defense, liberation theo-
logians repeatedly point out that they merely utilize the social analysis tools 
of Marxism while rejecting its atheistic and totalitarian outlook. Moreover, 
although class struggle is not to be sought as an ideology, it is nevertheless an 
existential reality in Latin America.61 In more recent developments, a more 
favorable stance towards liberation theology has been indicated by key voices 
in the magisterium in view of its “genuine evangelical spirit” and “inclination 
towards the poor.”62 In any case, the method’s hermeneutic of oppression and 
liberation strongly colors its interpretations when it comes to praxis, social 
analysis, Scripture, and Tradition.63
 Perhaps these reservations are not unfounded. Pastoral workers on the 
ground are all too familiar with the tendency to be carried away by social action 
work because of the exigent nature of this type of activity. This can cause the 
Church to neglect its task of proclaiming a kingdom that is “not of this world” 
(John 18:36, NRSV). Moreover, it can be argued that in many cases, social 
transformation, even of the radical kind, might be brought about not only 
through drastic revolution but also through people of faith working strategi-
cally in society as “salt of the earth.”64
Reflections for the Church in Asia Today
 It should be stressed first of all that liberation ecclesiology is but one 
of many different perspectives that can enlighten the way of being Church 
amidst the many situations of injustice in Asia today. Moreover, needless to 
59. International Theological Commission, The Interpretation of Dogma (Vatican City: Libreria 
 Editrice Vaticana, 1989), A. II.3.
60. See Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Instruction on Certain Aspects of the 
 “Theology of Liberation” (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1984), VII. 1–13.
61. See Phan, “Method in Liberation Theologies,” 46.
62. See Gianni Valente, “The War between the Liberation Theology Movement and Rome Is 
 Over,” Vatican Insider, June 21, 2013, accessed May 1, 2014, http://vaticaninsider.lastampa.
 it/en/the-vatican/detail/articolo/teologia-della-liberazione-freedom-theology
 -teologia-de-la-libertad-vaticano-vatican-25842/.
63. For example, see SchüsslerFiorenza and Galvin, Systematic Theology, 78.
64. John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation of His Holiness John Paul II on the 
 Vocation and the Mission of the Lay Faithful in the Church and in the World, Christifidelis 
 Laici (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1988), 3.
84Asia Pacific Mission Studies 1.2 (2019)
say, the social, cultural, economic, and political contexts in which this theology 
emerged is not fully mirrored in Asia, which is itself a heterogeneous region. 
Nevertheless, liberation ecclesiology offers some valuable and provocative 
insights.
 Firstly, it sounds out a timely reminder for the Church to re-examine 
where it stands in this era of globalization – with the powerful economic forces 
of the day or with the “ninety-nine percent.” (This phrase has been popular-
ized by the Occupy Wall Street movement in the US which has highlighted 
the unequal concentration of wealth in the hands of the richest “one percent” 
of the population.65) In fact, does the Church truly identify with the most 
marginalized? Is it standing in solidarity with the poor and oppressed at the 
periphery? In Asia, the situation of the Church occupies a wide spectrum. 
In many places, the Church is found among the poorest communities. In 
addition, Christians themselves are the persecuted minority in certain places. 
However, in other Asian societies, the Church has been largely associated with 
the educated upper-middle class and this social locus seems to perpetuate 
itself. Often more prophetic voices are needed. This does not mean that the 
Church should “abandon” the rich in order to be with the poor. Such a binary 
approach would not be a fruitful or evangelical one. Unlike the situation of 
the Latin American liberation theologians, the situation in Asia today is much 
more nuanced. Many of the wealthy are not deliberate “oppressors” of the 
poor. However, there is a need to cultivate greater awareness of how personal, 
communal, and institutional choices often drive further the wedge of income 
inequality and worsen the situation of the poor.
 All this requires honest reflection on the part of the Church. The crit-
ical question is, whatever place the Church finds itself in each society, does 
such a place blind-sight the Church from or sensitizes it towards the predica-
ment of the poor and the experiences of the most marginalized? It is only in 
the latter situation that the Church can be awakened to new understandings 
of its mission and perhaps begin to question the status quo and look for new 
answers. Indeed, Pope Francis has given renewed emphasis to this need for 
65. See “For the 99 Percent,” America, November 14, 2011. It might be added that ironically, 
 instead of a “Church of the Poor,” the Catholic Church has been increasingly compared to 
 wealthy global corporations in view of its significant financial assets. For example, see 
 Michael S. Winters, “Why Church Is Walmart,” National Catholic Reporter, August 21, 
 2012. Hence, it seems that much is yet to be done towards becoming a true “Church of the 
 Poor.”.
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going to the peripheries, “touching the suffering flesh of Christ in others” and 
taking on the “smell of the sheep.”66
 Secondly, the emphasis of liberation theology on the temporal horizon 
of salvation calls for concrete action by the Church towards social justice. It 
challenges tendencies to focus solely on “devotional,” “spiritual,” or ad intra 
aspects of ecclesial life. No doubt such tendencies have been a natural reaction 
especially on the part of politically suppressed churches in Asia, some of which 
are even explicitly forced to remain within such boundaries. Indeed, in many 
political regimes, faith-based social ministries usually encounter the greatest 
suspicion and face the most restrictions from civil authorities. Nevertheless, 
this is where a departure from the liberation theologians’ sharply conflictual 
stance might be fruitful. For instance, more creative approaches to the social 
justice agenda can be explored, such as those based on common interests, 
dialogue, consumer pressure, and the ever-enduring Asian recourse to personal 
networks and relationships. Whatever the case, the bottom line is that libera-
tion ecclesiology reminds us that the Church cannot ignore its responsibility 
to take action – together with those very groups at the margins – to address 
injustices in society. Again Pope Francis highlights that this includes not only 
charity and integral development for the poor but also “working to eliminate 
the structural causes of poverty,” which necessarily includes “generating new 
convictions and attitudes.”67
 To this end, the vision of liberation theology regarding the Church 
as local communities of the faithful, motivated and empowered to redress 
issues of injustices, might serve as a helpful model. This calls for greater efforts 
towards formation of the laity as well as re-examination of attitudes and struc-
tures which promote or inhibit their initiative and participation. At the same 
time, the socio-analytic perspective also highlights that much of the injustices 
today, particularly in the economic realm, go beyond the local or even national 
levels and involve complex international links. Some examples include migra-
tion, human trafficking, mining, exploitation of workers, trade injustices, and 
exploitation of the environment. Hence, while the strengthening of local eccle-
sial communities is important, the Church today increasingly needs to build a 
capacity for international cooperation. The global nature of many modern-day 
66. Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation on the Proclamation of the Gospel to Today’s World, 
 Evangelii Gaudium (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2013), 24. In this exhortation, 
 the pope also elaborates on a “right” way of being a Church of the poor; that is, by 
 appreciating all that is positive in the gift of the poor, being evangelized by them and making 
 spiritual care for them a priority. See Evangelii Gaudium, 198–99.
67. Ibid., 188–89.
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injustices requires global collaboration in terms of information, analysis, and 
action. Local churches in Asia and elsewhere can no longer afford to think or 
act in a parochial way.
 Finally, liberation ecclesiology also highlights the importance of paying 
attention to the wide variety of voices in the Church, especially those at the 
margins, and bringing them into the heart of ecclesial life. This includes not 
only the poor but also women, the youth, minority ethnic groups, indigenous 
peoples, migrants, and others who tend to be marginalized, whether uncon-
sciously or otherwise. By and large, the Church in Asia today still has a domi-
nant hierarchical and institutional character. The voice and engagement of the 
laity as a whole needs more encouragement and development, especially in 
places where mission and ministry are predominantly seen to be the realm 
of the clergy and religious. When the concrete experiences of people from all 
quarters, especially those at the margins, are brought into the center of ecclesial 
discourse, the Church would be more relevant to the lives of the people and be 
a more prophetic Church.
 In taking up all these worthwhile challenges, however, the Church also 
needs to bear in mind that it is ultimately the sign of a reality beyond human 
history. In this light, liberation ecclesiology is enlightening for what it brings 
to the forefront as much as for what it sometimes only marginally acknowl-
edges. The Church is, after all, a pilgrim people whose sights are ultimately set 
towards an eschatological horizon.68 At times, its concrete social action needs 
to be balanced with prayerful expectant waiting and silent hope. Similarly, 
social analysis needs to be brought into dialogue with divine mystery. Indeed, 
while inaction in the face of injustice is contrary to the Church’s prophetic 
witness, so is a sole focus on temporal activism.
Conclusion
 This brief survey of the method and ecclesiology of Latin American 
liberation theology and its lessons for the Church in Asia today has raised much 
food for thought. It compels us to honestly examine the extent to which we are 
really a Church of the Poor in the footsteps of Christ who, though he was rich, 
became poor for our sakes (2 Cor 8:9). The Church needs to reflect on its social 
location, which should engender a greater sensitivity towards and awareness 
of the experiences of the marginalized, instead of making these experiences its 
68. Lumen Gentium, 48
87Kheng, Liberation Ecclesiology
biggest blind spot. Liberation ecclesiology also challenges the Church in Asia 
to engage meaningfully and creatively in society to address situations that are 
inconsonant with the ideals of the kingdom of God. To this end, while it is 
important to empower local communities, there is also an increasing need to 
develop the Church’s capacity for international collaboration. Local churches 
in Asia need a universal gaze while remaining very much rooted in the realities 
of the poor in their midst. At the same time, the voices of all sectors within 
the Church need to be brought into the mainstream, especially those that have 
been at the margins. This enables the Church in Asia to be truly prophetic 
among all peoples. Finally, the Church’s quests in the temporal realm must be 
seen together with its ultimately spiritual outlook and its eschatological hope. 
Perhaps it is only in maintaining this creative tension that true liberation is 
accomplished in the world today.
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